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Mi? (also known as Videha, Tirabhukti or tirhut) was 
the land of scholars, home of litterateurs and promiment 


seat of Vedic (Brahmanic) and philosophical learning and was 
resort of a large number of students who flocked there from all 
parts of India. The age of Janaka coincided with a period of 
great religious-cum-philosophical and intellectual activities. 
This tradition was continued. Many ancient learning centres 
both urban and rural flourished in Mithila. Ancient Mithila was 
the centre of great scholaristic activities. It was famous for ideal 
educational centres, unique education and piculiar exmination 
system. The glory of Mithila was at its height, and its fame 
spread throughout the country. While royal philosophers and 
brahmana teachers were busy in philosophical discussion in the 
age of Janaka Vaideha, women were not slow in this respect. 
Glimpses of some such women are available in the Vedic litera- 
ture. Among the authors and scholars to whose memory a daily 
tribute is paid at the time of brahmayajria, few ladies also are 
seen to figure; they are Sulabha, Maitreyi and Gargi Vacaknavi.' 
These ladies must have made real contributions to the enrich- 
ment of scholarship, otherwise their names would not have 
been recommended for daily remembrance by posterity for all 
time to come. It is a great pity that we know nothing about lady 
scholars except their names ; thcir works have been all lost, 
probably for ever. | 


Education of girls was wide - spread in ancient Mithila. No 
distinction was made between boys and girls. Down to 3rd 
century B.C. girls could remain unmarried till the age of sixteen. 
The period before marriage was utilised for inparting education 
to them. Upanayana or the ceremonial initiation into Vedic stud- 
ies was as common in the case of girls as it was in the case of 
boys. The upanayana ceremony was followed by a period of 
discipline and education which was regarded as very essential 
to secure a suitable match’. But the Vedic mantras were 
prohibited’, Later on, Manu converted the upanayana Samskara 
into marriage’. Samavartana Samskara was also necessary for the 
girls’. The Atharvaveda observes that a maiden can succeed in 
her marriage only if. she has been properly trained during the 
period of studentship (brahmacharya)’. Women students were 
divided into two classes, brahmavadinis and sadyouadhil. The 
brahmavadinis were the products of the educational disciple of 
brahmacharya for which women were eligible. Yong maiden com- 
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, ; brahmacharin med hus. 
heir education as ee i > 
रि whom “they are merged like Benes ey Tee 


ed to prosecute their studies till thier Mar- 


T yovadhus us 
; s PTAS 5 or 6. During the eight or nine years that 
ee thus available to them for study, they used to learn b 


heart the Vedic hymns prescribed for the ee Be as 
prayers and for those rituals and sacraments i Ag en they had 
to take an active part after this marriage. ere is ample 
evidence to show that like men women also used to offer 
regularly their Vedic prayers both moming and evening. For 
instance, in more than one place in the Ramayana Sita is 
described as offering her daily Vedic prayers’. Brahmacharinis 
and brahmainis indeed are often mentioned in the Epic-puranic 
and historical traditions and some of them actually were con- 
nected with the Mithila court. What this lady scholar told Sita’s 
mother was clearly the outstanding traits of Sita’s character as 
they appeared to her, which in her view marked the girl out for 
a cloistered career in a forest retreat, or a life in the midst of 
nature. There is no need of seeing here a more prophecy of fu- 
ture exile into the wildernesses, for no such thing ever occured, 
Rama and Sita spending their exile comfortably in various 
asramas. It is an instance of recoginition or d iscovery of a student 
type in a girl by a lady teacher. Sita had a lot of instruction 
from her mother and her relatives, about wifely duties. This 
home instruction was supplemented by lesson in Sruti, or tradi- 


tional lore of the Puranas, about the eternal character of 
marriage alliances’, 


Usually, however, ordinary girls who did not go in for higher 
education were educated in their Own families by their father, 
re or brothers or by local lady teachers’. The agramas of 
ha autama Asrama of Mi thilā, girls were sent by 

parents from distant Parts of the country to be educated 
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the Kātha school Th Ww 

hā वही tte 5 ETE were e ) 
chāri-sālās?. Down to 4th गा 0 hostels for ‘them, kno के द 
Studies at d i 
a PEN a Main attention of society. We, therefore, 
ind ladi we turally cultiva ting these subjects with great 
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devotion and enthusiasm. Besides studying the Vedas, many of 
them used to specialise in Purvamimamsa, which discussed the 
diverse problems ‘connected with Vedic sccrifices. This science 
is very dry and difficult or perhaps even more abstruse than 
mathematics, but still a very large number of ladies used to take 
deep interest in it. Bharal was a great scholar of Veda, Vedanga, 
history, mathematics, Dhrmasutra, logic, Mimamsa, Vedants 
and sahitya. We have some reference to girls going out to swim 
as well”. It is, however, easy to say what percentage of girls 
knew this very useful art. Girls used to play a number of court- 
yard games like ‘hide and seek’ and ‘run and catch’. Music 
and dancing formed the principal indoor games. Public and 
dramatic concerts were often organized and girls used to go out 
to see them along with their elders or lovers”. Vatsyayana has 
mentioned 64 angavidyas for the women’, Other arts which were 
recommended to master were painting, gardening, garland- 
making, toy-making, house-decorations, etc.”. The cultivation 
of fine arts like music; dancing and painting was encouraged 
in the case of girls since very early times. Musical recitation of 
the Sama hymns was originally the special function of ladies ; 
Many educated women used to follow teaching career either | 
out of love or out of necessity. Sanskrit language found it neces- = 
sary to coin a special word in order (0 distinguish them from | 
wives of teachers. The latter, who were not necessarily scholars, | 
were called upādhyāyāyi, Acharya” etc. Even erring wives could 
rise to become teachers of the sacred lore and be restored to 
their pristime social position. For instance, Ahalya, wife of 
Gautama, was a teachers of the arama of her husband. Thus, 
ancient Mithila was famous for female education also. But in 
the succeeding ages, however, the marriageable age of a gu 

> erse (> emale e < 
was lowered and this adversely affected f le Dr श 
lowing women scholars of ancient Mithila were famous rth 
intellectual height and philosophical acumenship:- 


Vedavati 


Vedavati. was the daughter of Kusadhvaja we Aes 
daughter of Brhaspati’ - Kuéadhvaja had become न हे ed his 
Vedic teacher ever engaged in Vedabhyasa, जर aE a 
daughter Vedavati, who also grew up to the ane divine. or 
veritable embodiment Vedic learning as it were 
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adhvaja wished to make her a bride of 


Visnu and so he refused all her suitors, one of whom, a chieftain 
Sumba and, in exasperation murdered him in his bed at night, 
his noble wife entering his funeral pyre in gricf. Vedavati con- 
tinued in a life of religious discipline after her late father’s 
desire, as a bride of Visnu, in an asrama close to the Himalayas 
in the Mithila territory, clad, in black deer-skins and wearing 
matted locks, and employed in the manner of rsis i.e., in study 
and teaching Ravana came to that asrama, and was in due form 
hospitably received by Vedavati, she answered all his enquires, 
but being rather indecently accosted, protested against the 
victor’s gross advances. Ravana however attempted violence 
successfully, where upon she mortified herself by cutting off her 
hair and immolated hereself on a pyre, cursing her oppressor’ 
It is clear from this, remarkable account that Vedavati, in ac- 


Logos personified”. Kus 


cordance with the tradition of learning in her family, was given 


the highest literary and theological education, and was fittingly 
a virgin nun dedicated to temple-service, being besides a lady 
teacher of rsi rank in the convent; and that, nevertheless, she 
was not cut off from the secular world, and eminent suitors still 
deemed her a prize worth attempting by fair means or foul. her 
life and education was not in any way unusual, for, as we shall 
see presently, the asramas of those time had many well-educated 
female inmates like her, dedicated to the service of the gods, 
and engaged in theological studies, philanthropic work or pur- 
suit of the fine arts’. Her asrama was situated near the 
Himalayas in Mithila. In this arama, it would appear from 
details, girls received, till advanced youth, the highest Vedic 
education, after which they either chose a husband from 
amongst many eager suitors, or became lady teachers in their 
school, or were married to the temple-gods of the asrama, i.e. 
became dedicated devadasis devted to fine arts, it being still 
possible for them to revert to sccular life as women and moth- 
ers, though this was naturally regarded as a sin, to be punished 
and expiated from the priestly point of view. 


Ahalya 


ट्र T q G -7 . . . y= = 
The Gautama arama was situated in Mithila. Rama, 
TACIS è = . ५ 
Laksmana and Visvamitra found the asrama empty, with no 
resident rsis. Some year previously it was under the rsi Sarad- 


Scanned by CamScanner 


` Woman Scholars of Ancient Mithila gad 


vanta Gautama and his wife Ahalyā, who alone was then livin 
in it in retirement, in expiation of her sin of adultery”. 
Ahalya suitably received Rama and his entire distinguished 
company, and her excommunication apparantly ended with this 
frankly accepted reception”. According to 5.0. Sankar, Ahalya 
was a coveted maiden, and her many suitors regarded her men- 
tally as their wife. But she was placed by her royal parents as 
a trust in the charge of Saradvanta Gautama, who after many 
years sent her back to her parents fully trained or disciplined 
(from such details it would appear that Ahalya could not have 
been less than I2 years of age when sent to the school and must 
have been sent back at about 24, after a full 2 years Vedic 
course; this has to be presupposed for she became a theology 
teacher in the school); the firmness of his character, as also her 
success in studies or teaching abilities, being thus proved, 
Ahalya was bestowed on Savadvanta to be accepted as a wife. 
As Gautama made the youthful Ahalya happy in his company, 
her previous suitors were disappointed. One amongst them was 
exasperated, and coming boldly into Gautama asrama, espied 
her like a flame, and blinded by rage and passion forced her to 
yield herself to him, but was cought within the asrama by 
Gautama, who cursed him, and soundly scolded Ahalya for 
fickleness sprung of beauty: “ruin to thee” he cried and drove 
her from the asrama; Ahalya pleaded having been deceived by 
similar appearance, and soliciting his favour and pardon was 
assured that she could be reunited with him if she obtained an 
absolution from Rama. So she practised penance, became a brah- 
mavadini or a lady scholar and teacher in theology and pleased 
Rama by her reception . 


Gargi Vacaknavi 


Gargi Vacaknavi -was the most celebrated Po ane 
- controversialist among the women of the age of Janaka Vi i द 
She was well- versed in philosophy and Icarning and ve ca se 
as brahmavadini. In the philosophical tournament hel hone 
— auspices of king Janaka of Mitthila, the philasop ion 4 जस 
tions were initiated for discussion by the lady p Fa 
Garg}, who had the honour to be the RR 06 
tnguished philosophers at the court. She launche a 


र क i irabl 
Yajñavalkya, the newly arrived philosopher, with an admirable 


M_a 
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coolness and confidence. ‘Just as a experienced archer’, says she, 
‘would get ready to attack his enemy with two piercing arrows 
kept at hand, so I assail you with two test questions. Answer 
them if you can’. The topics of her enquiry were so abstruse 
and esoteric in character, that Yajfiavalkya declined to discuss 
them in public. The searching cross examination of Yajfiavalkya 
by Gargi shows that she was a dialectician and philosopher of 
a high order. In the end she admits : “No one, I believe, will 
defeat him in any argument concerning Brahman’ . 


Maitreyi 

Maitreyi was a great philosopher and brahmavadinr™. She was 
the learned wife of Yajnavalkya who “was conversant with 
Brahman” while his other wife Katyayani possessed such 
knowledge only as women possess. When Yajnavalkya was 
about to renounce the life of a house-holder for that of a hermit, 
Maitreyi insists on his giving her instruction in spiritual wis- 
dom. Yajiiavalkya has a discourse on Brahman with Maitreyi 
on her insistence, after which he bids adue to the world to spend 
the last days of his life in contemplation in the solitude of the 
forest after making a due settlement between the two wives”. 


Sulabha 


Sulabha was well-versed in philosophy and learning and was 
known as brahmavadini. She was the scion of Rajarsi Pradhāna”. 


Mallinatha 


Mallinatha, the nineteenth Tirthankara of the Jaina was a 
princess of Mithila, the daughter of Kumbha, the ruler of 
Mithila. 


Ambapali (Amrapali) 


Ambapali was a Budhist scholar of Mithila. Nineteen verses 
ascribed to her are found in the Thirigatha®. Ambapali was sup- 
posed to be “the pride of the city”. It is said that when 
Ambapali heard of the Buddha's visit to’ Vaisali, she and her 
retinue drove to mect him and after hearing a discourse invited 
him and the monks to a meal the next day. The Buddha accepted 
this invitation and had, as a result, to refuse that of the Licchavis 
of Vaisali. It was after this meal that Ambapali gave over her 
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ark, the Ambapalivana, to the Buddha and the Order. She had 
already built a Vihara in her own garden which she gave to the 
Buddha and the Order. The Buddha accepted the gift and 
stayed, there for sometime before going on the Beluva . 


Ambapali had a son Vimala Kondañña, who was an eminent 
Elder. Having heard him preach one day, she renounced the 
world and working for insight by studying the Law of Imperm- 
ance as illustrated in her own ageing body, she attained 


Arahatship”. 


- Sīha Theri 


Siha Theri was another Buddhist scholar. She was born at 
Vaigalr at the time of Gautama Buddha. She was called Siha 
after her maternal uncle, Siha, the Licchavi general. She heard 
one day the Buddha -preaching to Sariputta and entered the 
Order with her parent’s concent. For seven years she tried, 
without success, to concentrate her mind. Then she tied a noose 
round her neck and fastened the end to a trec, and in this posi- 
tion she tried, without success, to concentrate her mind. Then 
she tied a noose round her neck and fastended the end to a 
tree, and in this position she calmed her mind to gain insight. 
Then she loosened the noose. At last she won Arahatship P 


Vasitthi Theri 

- Vāsetthī Theri was a Buddhist scholar of Mithilā. She was 

born in a clansman’s family at Vaiśālī. Her parents gave her in 

marriage to a clansman’s son of equal position. She bore a son. 

The child died very young, and his mother became mad with 
ha. Buddha taught her the Doctrine and 


grief and met the Budd 
had her Ordained at her own request. She soon after became 


an Arahat 

learnt of the Buddha from Vasitthi Theri, 
and entered the Order under the 
he third day.” 


Sujata Thera having 
visited the master at Mithila 
Buddha, attaining Arahatship on t 


Jayanti 
ta was born in a princely family of the 


Jayanti or Jenti or Jen 
e won Arahatship after hearing the 


Licchavis at Vaiśālī. Sh r 
Dhamma preached by the Buddha 
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Suppavasa Koliyadhita 

Suppavasa Koliyadhita was the wife of the Licchavi Mahali.” 
She was described by the Buddha as foremost among them who 
gave excellent alms.“ She is included in a list of enminent 
Upasikas’ and is mentioned’ with Anathapindika, Culla- 
Anathapindika and Visakha, as givers of gifts which were gladly 
accepted by the monks. 


Rohini Theri 

Rohini Theri was the daughter of a prosperous Bahman of 
Mithila. When the Buddha visited Vaigali, she heard him preach 
and became a Sotapanna, taught the Doctrine to her parents, 
and with their permission, entered the Order, where she became 
an Arahat. The Threigatha”’ contains a set of verses spoken by 
her in exaltation, when, after becoming an Arahat, she recalled 
to mind the discussion she had had with her father while she 
was yet a Sotapanna. It is said’ that the last stanza of the series 
was spoken by her father, who later himself joined the Order 


and became an Arahat. 
Vimala Theri 


She was the daughter of a courtesan of Vaiśālī. Having one 


day seen Moggallāna begging in Vaisali for alms, she went to 
his dewlling and tried to entice him. The Elder rebuked and 
admonished her, and she became a lay follower and later entered 
the Order. Then, after great effort, she became an Arahat”. 


Therika 
Therika was also a Buddhist sch 
in a family of Vaiśālī. She married 
accepting the Buddha's teaching, after hearing him preach at 
i and wished to leave 


Vaigali. Later she heard Prajapati Gautam 
the world, but her husband refused his premission. One day, 


while cooking, she developed the thought of impermanence, 
and became an Anāgāmi. When her husband realised this, he 


took her to Prajapati, who ordained her. 


ylar of Mithila. She was born 
and became a devoted wife, 


Se समा, 


Bharati 


Bharati 
Madhavacharya she was the d 


was a great vidusi of Mithila. — to 
Misra ?). 


aughter of Visnu Mitra ( 
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The great philosopher Mandana Misra was her husband. She 
, was the umpire in the fateful controversy between Sankaracharya 

and Mandana Misra. Bharati was a great scholar of the Veda, 
Vedanga, History, Mathematics, Dharmasastra, Logic 
Mimamsa, Vedanta and Sahitya. 
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